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The socio-economic value of Cymbopogon va/idus (Tamboekie) in Mkambati Game Reserve was investigated. 
The total supply of grass within the Reserve was estimated and the possible effects of different management 
actions on this supply considered. Actual and potential demand (by neighbouring rural populations) was 
determined through a survey (involving formal questionnaires and informal interviews) of local harvesters. 
Demand was balanced against supply and an attempt made to express the value of the remaining grass in 
terms of potential revenue for the Reserve. Results indicated that local people are very dependent on the 
Reserve for thatching grass. The present demand is some 14 000 bundles p.a., representing approximately 
18% of the supply. Calculation of potential demand indicated that most of the grass presently available may be 
required in the future. Until such time, considerable income could be derived from harvesting and selling excess 
grass. Management recommendations which will ensure a continued supply of grass to local homestead 
builders are considered. 
'n Ondersoek in verband met die sosio-ekonomiese waarde van Cymbopogon va/idus (Tamboekie) in 
Mkambati Natuurreservaat is ingeste!. Die totale beskikbaarheid van gras binne die reservaat is gemeet en die 
moontlike uitslae van verskillende beheermetodes op hierdie beskikbaarheid is oorweeg. Ware en potensiele 
aanvraag (deur plaaslike landelike bevolking) is gemeet deur middel van beide die voltooiing van formele 
vraelyste asook informele onderhoude met plaaslike grassnyers. Die verskil tussen aanvraag vir gras en die 
beskikbaarheid daarvan is gemeet, en die geldelike waarde van die oorblywende gras in die reservaat as 'n 
moontlike bron van inkomste is bereken. Die navorsingresultate dui aan dat die plaaslike inwoners baie 
afhanklik van die reservaat is vir die beskikbaarheid van dekgras. Huidige aanvraag is ongeveer 14000 
bondels per jaar, wat omtrent 18% van die beskikbare hoeveelheid is. 'n Skatting van potensiele aanvraag dui 
daarop dat die meeste van die huidig beskikbare gras in die toekoms benodig sal word. In die tussentyd kan die 
oes en verkoop van oortollige gras 'n aansienlike bran van inkomste wees. Aanbevole beheermetodes, wat 'n 
voortgesette voorraad gras vir plaaslike huisbouers sal verseker, word oorweeg. 
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Introduction 
Cymbopogon validus (Stapf) Stapf ex Burtt Davy is of 
considerable socio-economic importance in many parts of 
southern Africa (Shaw & van Warmelo 1972; van Voort-
huizen & Odell 1976; Long 1978; Johnson & Hutchings 
1984; Cunningham & Gwala 1986). It provides an important 
low-cost source of thatching material for rural subsistence 
communities throughout the region and in Transkei in 
particular, where it is highly favoured (Johnson 1982; 
Johnson & Hutchings 1984). 
In recent years, the potential demand for C. validus 
(Umqunga or Tamboekie) in Transkei has increased (p. 
Dutton pers. comm.). Coupled with the increasing conversion 
of natural grassland to arable plots, the relative supply 
appears to be diminishing. Therefore, residual supplies in 
conservation areas (e.g. Mkambati Game Reserve, Dwesa 
Nature Reserve and others) could assume greater importance. 
Access to such supplies could well increase conservation 
awareness amongst local people by allowing them to derive a 
tangible benefit from such protected areas (Infield 1988). 
Acceptance and support by surrounding communities is 
essential if the conservation of wildlife in proclaimed 
reserves is to be sustained in the future (Tinley 1979; Infield 
1986). 
Unlike many of the other thatching grasses C. validus is 
considered to be relatively unpalatable to wild ungulates 
(Rethman & Booysen 1967), a result of the high turpene 
content of its foliage and robust growth form (Stuart-Hill & 
Mentis 1982). Consequently, its presence in conservation 
areas is often considered undesirable and managers may 
attempt to decrease or eliminate it. Therefore, the potential 
exists for a conflict of management interests to arise: that is, 
to either maintain C. validus for utilization by local 
communities or to eradicate it due to its supposed 
unpalatability. 
Such a situation arose at Mkambati Game Reserve (MGR). 
Perceptions by management that C. validus was increasing 
led to a proposal that more bulk-grazers be introduced into 
the Reserve to control its spread. However, such an action 
could be to the detriment of the local population who have 
been harvesting grass from the Reserve for a number of years. 
Consequently, an investigation was initiated to examine 
various aspects of C. validus in MGR including: (i) its 
potential to spread, (ii) its responses to different management 
practices, and (iii) its socio-economic importance (Shackle-
ton 1989b). This paper deals with the latter. 
The objectives of this part of the study were to evaluate the 
importance of C. validus as: (i) a resource to local people, and 
(ii) a potential source of income to the Reserve. This involved 
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detennining: (i) the amount of harvestable C. validus 
available in anyone year (supply), (ii) the present and 
potential demand for grass by local homestead builders 
(demand), and (iii) whether there exists a saleable surplus 
which would make the Reserve less dependent on state 
subsidies. Such infonnation would both clarify the 
importance of the Reserve as a source of thatching grass and 
indicate possible modifications to the management goals of 
the Reserve. 
Study area 
MGR is situated in north-eastern Pondoland, Transkei 
(31°13' - 20'S and 29°55° - 300 4"E). The total extent 
of the Reserve is approximately 8 ()()() ha. The mean annual 
rainfall is 1 200 mm (50 years data) with a minimum of 
50 mm expected every month of the year. Most (61 %) of the 
annual rainfall occurs in spring and summer between 
September and February. The mean annual temperature at the 
closest station is approximately 20°C and frost is absent even 
during the coldest months. 
The vegetal cover is mainly sour grassland (>80%) differ-
entiated into three major communities namely: the Tristachya 
leucothrix - Loudetia simplex Short Grassland, the 
Cymbopogon validus - Digitaria natalensis Medium 
Grassland (of interest in this study) and the Themeda triandra 
- Centella asiatica Dwarf Grassland (Shackleton et al. in 
press). Small patches of forest exist in river gorges and on the 
coastal sand dunes. 
The C. validus - D. natalensis community shows an 
anomalous, fragmentary distribution. It consists of numerous, 
isolated patches which are scattered throughout the dominant 
T. leucothrix - L. simplex (5 487 ha) community. These 
patches together total some 536 ha and vary in size from less 
than 1 ha to extensive areas of up to 87 ha. In many instances 
the smaller patches are associated with disturbed sites. All the 
patches have extremely sharp boundaries and show little 
integration with the surrounding T. leucothrix - L. simplex 
Grassland (Shackleton 1989b). 
The Reserve is divided into six management blocks (A-F). 
Since 1984 the grasslands have been burnt on a biennial basis 
so that three management blocks are burnt each year in July 
or August. Prior to this there was no fonnal fire management 
policy and burning was haphazard. Harvesting of C. validus 
for thatch takes place in June and July before burning 
commences. 
At the time of the study, the Reserve supported approxi-
mately 1 600 wild herbivores constituting some 650 animal 
units (Shackleton 1989a). [One animal unit is the herbivore 
biomass having the same energy requirements as an average 
steer of 450 kg (Meissner 1982)] .Only 138 of these animals 
were bulk-grazers. 
Methods 
Supply 
An estimation of the availability (supply) of thatching 
material from MGR was obtained by harvesting known areas 
of C. validus and extrapolating the results from these areas to 
the total area of C. validus in the Reserve. Thirteen 20 X 20-
m plots were cut during peak harvesting season (June 1986) 
in various subjectively selected, representative C. validus 
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patches distributed throughout the Reserve. To detennine the 
effect of the biennial burning programme on yield, four were 
cut in areas with a post-bum age of one year, five in areas 
with a post-burn age of two years, and four in areas which 
had not been burnt for a number of years, e.g. forest margins. 
The bundles yielded per plot were counted, air-dried (for one 
month) and then weighed. A bundle, here, refers to a 
'headload' (isithunga) - the standard unit cut by local 
harvesters. It consists primarily of culms (leaves are stripped 
off during harvesting) and has a mass of approximately 11 kg 
(see Table 1 for details). 
From these data and the estimated area of C. validus in the 
Reserve (found by mapping and planimetry; Shackleton 
1989b), the total supply of thatch grass in alternate years, 
depending on burning sequence, was detennined. 
Demand 
To obtain infonnation on the importance of, and demand for 
C. validus from MGR, a survey of 100 people was carried out 
by way of fonnal questionnaires and infonnal interviews. No 
fonnal sampling strategy was employed. All people harves-
ting at MGR (55) during the period 24 June 1986 to 5 July 
1986 were interviewed. This represented 37% of the total 
harvesters for the year. The remaining 45 interviews were 
conducted in the rural areas surrounding MGR. Homesteads 
(the settlement pattern in this area is traditional and hence 
there are no villages as such) were sampled in a transect 
along the road from MGR to Holy Cross (a distance of 40 km 
- see Figure 1). Distances between samples were not regular 
as a result of the settlement pattern and the fact that some 
people were unwilling to be interviewed. Questions were 
directed at obtaining infonnation on: (i) distance travelled to 
harvest from MGR, (ii) amounts of grass harvested, (iii) utili-
zation of the grass (including amounts used), (iv) homestead 
sizes, (vi) the importance of MGR as a source of grass, and 
(vii) problems encountered. Infonnal interviews dealt mainly 
with the local availability of C. validus, the importance of 
MGR as a supplier, attitudes toward MGR, hut-building and 
roofing techniques and people's opinions on different roofing 
materials. 
The actual amount of grass removed from MGR in 1986 
was calculated from the survey data based on the fact that 147 
people signed up to harvest. 
Unfortunately, MGR's records for 1985 and 1986 (the only 
other record available was for 1984) were unreliable (under-
estimates) as people had not adhered to the 50:50 sharing 
system employed by the Reserve. [Access to harvest is free of 
monetary charge but harvesters share their crop on a 50% 
basis with the Reserve. Thus, families without cash can 
obtain thatch through their labour, whilst others who have 
money may purchase from MGR stocks (M. Andrews pers. 
comm.)] . The calculation of the total amount of grass cut 
relies on this system in that the number of bundles in MGR 
stocks are counted and then doubled to represent the total 
harvest. 
The potential and future demand for thatch grass was 
estimated using figures from the 1984/1985 population 
census, which, in addition to measuring population growth, 
was involved in detennining the annual increase in 
homestead number for each administrative area in Transkei 
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Table 1 Thatch yield per unit area for C. validus 
patches of different post-burn ages 
Post-bum 
age of area 
cut 
I year 
2 years 
>2 years 
Size of 
area 
(m2) 
400 
lOOOOb 
400 
10000 
400 
10000 
Mean no. 
of bundles' 
yielded 
3.88 
S£=O.l2 
97.00 
8.30 
SE=1.29 
200.00 
6.00 
SE=1.I2 
150.00 
' Bundle - mass approximately 11.17 kg 
- diameter: 40-50 cm 
- length: 1.40-2.00 m 
bCalculated by extrapolation 
Mean mass Mean length 
of grass of bundles 
yielded (kg) (m) 
43.25 1.46 
S£=3.47 S£=O.07 
1081.25 
p=0.05 
89.25 1.73 
SE=12.36 S£=0.03 
2237.00 
ns 
7J.81 1.99 
SE=14.97 SE=O.04 
1795.25 
(p. Wakelin pers. comm.). The calculation of potential 
demand was facilitated by the fact that administrative 
boundaries coincided well with the areas dependent on MGR 
for thatch, the latter being revealed by the interviews. 
Finally, a 'balance sheet' of supply versus present and 
potential demand was drawn up. The economic value of any 
grass not utilized by local people was determined for both the 
local and commercial market. 
Results and Discussion 
Supply 
Mean yields of thatching material per unit area for C. validus 
patches of different post-bum ages are presented in Table 1. 
Highest yields, 200 bundles ha-1 (2 237 kg) were obtained 
from areas burnt two years prior to harvesting; lowest yields, 
97 bundles ha-1 (1 081 kg) (almost half of the above), came 
from one-year-old areas. These results are in agreement with 
those obtained from a tiller dynamics study (Shackleton 
1989b), where burning was found to suppress culm produc-
tion in the year following burning. Long-term protection 
resulted in a decrease in yield (150 bundles ha·1 - 1 795,25 
kg), although not significantly. Again, similar results were 
obtained from the tiller study. The decrease in culm produc-
tion under protection is probably the result of plants 
becoming moribund thereby inhibiting new tiller growth. 
Culms were, on average, longer in the protected sites. 
However, the differences in culm length were not great 
enough to influence the suitability of the grass for thatching. 
Based on the present biennial burning programme and the 
area of C. validus in each bum block, the total amount of 
thatching material available in alternate years (A and B) was 
estimated to be in the region of 84 387 bundles (942 891 kg) 
per annum for year A and 77 774 bundles (868 782 kg) per 
annum for year B (Table 2). 
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Table 2 Supply of thatch from MGR in alternate years 
depending on burning sequence 
Total area Post-bum Total supply of thatch 
Management of C. validus age 
blocks (ha) (years) kg bundles huts 
Year A A,B,E 240.9 
84387 942981 844 
C,D,F 305.1 2 
Year B* A,B,E 240.9 2 
868782 77774 778 
C,D,F 305.1 
*1bis represents the situation for 1986 when the survey of demand was 
conducted 
Demand 
Area of demand 
From the interviews it was established that people were 
travell ing from 12-78 km to harvest grass from MGR, with 
the majority covering distances of 12-40 km, i.e. between 
MGR and Holy Cross (Area 1; Figure 1). The following 
quotation extracted from the interviews clarifies the extent of 
the area dependent on MGR for thatch: 'There is only one 
harvesting area as far as thatch grass is concerned in the 
whole Lusikisiki District, namely MGR. As a matter of fact, 
MGR supplies parts of the Flagstaff and Bizana Districts as 
well' (i.e. Area 2; Figure 1) (shopkeeper, 46 years old). 
It appeared that the main factor preventing people further 
afield (e.g. on either side of the gorges bounding MGR) from 
harvesting grass at MGR was the high cost of transporting the 
grass from the Reserve to their homes. Local truck owners 
charged from R50-R100 for distances of 12-48 km. Loads 
ranged from 10-100 bundles. This high cost of transport was 
the most frequently expressed dissatisfaction among the 
people interviewed. 
Importance of MGR 
It was evident from the survey that MGR is the major source 
of thatch for the areas mentioned above and that the local 
supply is extremely limited. A number of the people inter-
viewed also made the point that this limited supply is steadily 
diminishing as a result of grazing pressures [C. validus 
cannot tolerate heavy grazing (Shackleton & Mentis in 
press)] and the fact that increasing areas of land are being 
allocated to arable plots. In addition, local grass was Claimed 
to be of very poor quality compared to that available at MGR, 
being shorter and weaker stemmed. The importance of MGR 
to the local people is clearly expressed in the following 
quotations: 
(i) 'Since MGR is the only place supplying us with thatch 
grass, people appreciate the presence of the Game Reserve in 
this area. Personally, I feel if MGR was not there, there 
would be a severe shortage of thatch grass in the whole 
district of Lusikisiki and this would create hardship to the 
communities surrounding MGR' (female, 30, unemployed). 
(ii) 'Were it not for the presence of MGR our community 
would be faced with insurmountable difficulties' (female, 42, 
unemployed). 
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The amounts of grass harvested by: (i) the people 
interviewed, and (ii) the people who signed up to harvest 
from MGR are presented in Figure 2. 
Combined Interviews - Bundles of grass cut 
Bundles cut - Staff 
3295-- 27,8% 
ISource - Mkambati and other) 
(a) 
Bundles bought 
1645 - 13,9% 
Bundles cut - stock 
1602 - 13,5% 
1,L!.l .... -- Bundles cut locally 
.::: 395 - 3,3% 
sssssss 
s 
Bundles cut and used by outsiders 
4897 - 41,4% 
Number of interviews 
Total number of bundles 
100 
= 11834 
Figure 2 Bundles of grass harvested from MGR in 1986. 
S.-Afr.Tydskr.Plantk .• 1990. 56(6) 
.. ~ 
.. 
\ 
N 
A 
I 
\ KEY I 
./ ROADS 
,r RIVERS 
. SITES 
. 
. SAMPLED 
, .' BOUNDARIES , 
.' 
.. ' 
AREA 1 : MKAMBATI 
PRIMARY SOURCE OF 
TH ATCH GRASS. 
AREA 2: MKAMBATI 
ON E SOURCE OF 
THATCH GRASS . 
3 6 km , , 
A total of 11 834 bundles were cut or used by the 100 
people interviewed. Most of this (82%) came from MGR and 
was shared between MGR staff, MGR stocks (cut and 
rendered to MGR by rural harvesters), and rural neighbours 
Total Number of Bundles Cut in Mkambati in 1986 
IFrom extrapolation of sample) 
(b) 
Bundles cut - Staff 
6033 - 39,5% 
Bundles cut - .stock 
1602 - 10,5% 
Bundles cut and used by outsiders 
7635 - 50% 
, Total number of bundles cut at Mkambati = 15270 
Total removed from Mkambati (i.e. demand) = 13668 
(approximately 137 huts) 
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(Figure 2a). Grass which had been bought, mostly from 
MGR, constituted some 14% of the total. Only 3.3% of the 
grass was cut from areas other than MGR. In general, this 
'local ' grass is made available to older and, in particular, 
single members of the community who find it difficult to 
leave their homes and go to MGR (interview data). The 
reservation of 'local' grass for these people appears to be 
general policy among community members. Of interest was 
the fact that one of the people interviewed was actually 
cultivating his own grass. 
Considering the results for the whole Reserve (Figure 2b), 
a total of 15270 bundles was harvested in 1986. Approxi-
mately 10.5% of this went into MGR stocks for internal use, 
the remaining 13 660 bundles were removed from the 
Reserve for building or selling. This amount is comparable to 
that obtained in 1984, the last reliable record, when 17 392 
bundles were cut and removed from the Reserve (MGR 
records). Data for 1987 indicated that some 11 000 bundles 
were harvested by local people (M. Andrews pers. comm.). 
The precision of the figures presented in this and the 
following sections could be questioned, because: (i) the non-
random sampling strategy employed may be biased, (ii) 
figures were calculated by extrapolation, and (iii) MGR's 
record of 147 harvesters for 1986 may be inaccurate (reliable 
and carefully managed records were not kept by the Reserve). 
However, for the purposes of this study it is believed that the 
figures should suffice to give some useful, preliminary 
indication of the demand for C. validus from MGR. This is 
because: (i) they are comparable to those from other years 
(see above), and (ii) there is no reason to believe that the 
sample was not representative of the target population. In 
addition, accurate record keeping in the future would serve to 
check these figures. 
Utilization of the grass 
Table 3 gives a break-down of the utilization of the grass 
collected by the people interviewed. 
Most of the grass harvested (73%) was used for 
constructing new roofs, with some being stored for future 
needs. Approximately 80-120 bundles (headloads) are 
required to thatch one hut. The majority of people harvesting 
were doing so for this purpose. 
Material collected for repairs formed 15-32% of the grass 
cut, with a greater proportion of locally cut and bought grass 
being used for this purpose. This was probably because 
smaller quantities were needed and therefore people could 
Table 3 Utilization of grass harvested 
(from survey data) 
Percentage of grass (bundles) 
Source of grass Thatching Repairs Selling 
a. MGR 71 15 14 
b. Local 68 32 0 
c. Bought 76 24 0 
d. Combined 73 17 10 
No. people collecting 72 26 15 
13 (both) 
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find sufficient grass locally, or could afford to buy it. In 
general, major repairs are only necessary once every 9-15 
years when practically the whole roof is replaced (interview 
data). Minor leaks are often repaired with any of the local 
grasses, not necessarily C. validus. 
Although only a small proportion, 14%, of the grass 
harvested was sold, it appears that this was an important 
source of income to some people, particularly widows and 
single mothers who needed the money to buy food and 
clothing for their children. All grass collected for this purpose 
was harvested and sold at MGR (mainly to the more wealthy 
amongst the local population and to local entrepreneurs who 
planned to resell it). The buyers themselves had to organize 
for its transportation to their homes. Records for 1987 and 
1988 indicated that more people were now harvesting grass in 
order to sell it. 
Potential and future demand 
Considering the areas reliant on MGR for thatch (Figure 1) 
and the proportion of people harvesting from these areas the 
minimum potential demand, assuming constant homestead 
growth rates, is in the region of 48 600 bundles per annum 
(Table 4). This is a conservative estimate as neither the 
addition of new huts to existing homesteads nor the quantities 
of grass required for repairs was taken into account. It is also 
likely that demand will not remain constant but increase with 
popUlation growth due to maintenance of a thatched hut-
building style for the forseeable future. 
Balance sheet 
The balance between the supply and demand for C. validus 
from MGR in the year of the study (1986) is presented in 
Table 5. The present demand (i.e. grass cut in 1986) is only 
18% of the total amount of grass available. There are some 
64 106 bundles which are presently not utilized [this quantity 
would be approximately 8.5% more in alternate years - a 
result of the differing amounts of C. validus in each 
management block and their post-bum age (see Table 2)] . 
However, despite this present excess, the potential demand 
indicates that most of the grass available at MGR may be 
utilized in the future. 
This last point raises the question as to why so little grass is 
being harvested from MGR at present. Suggestions include: 
(i) MGR staff appear to be preventing free access to the grass, 
allowing only friends and relatives to harvest, (ii) transport 
costs are very high and therefore poorer people and/or people 
living further away from the Reserve are forced to harvest 
Table 4 Potential demand for thatch grass. Area 1 
and area 2 as indicated in Figure 1 
Area I Area 2 
Admin. area Lusikisiki Rag staff 
New homesteads (per annum) 224 115 
New units (huts) (per annum) 447 230 
Proportion using MGR grass (%) 100 17 
No. bundles required 44700 3900 
Total potential demand 48600 bundles per annum 
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Table 5 Balance between supply and demand for C. 
validus at MGR in 1986. (Note: similar figures can be 
calculated for the year in which alternate blocks are 
burnt) 
Number of Mass % of 
Categories bundles (tonnes) total 
Available (supply) 77 774 869 100 
Harvested (MGR + local) 15270 170 20 
Removed (demand -local) 13 668 150 18 
Remaining uncut 62504 699 80 
Remaining after 
local demand met 64106 719 82 
Potential demand 48600 535 63 
locally or to obtain their grass from other sources, (iii) some 
people use corrugated iron, buy their thatch from other 
sources or use old grass to roof their homes, (iv) it is possible 
that more grass would be harvested if MGR extended the 
period in which people can cut, and (v) due to the limited 
time available for harvesting, the SO:SO sharing system (see 
previously) presently employed by MGR may prevent people 
from obtaining all the grass they need for their own use. 
Cash value of the remaining grass 
The estimated value of the remaining C. validus (i.e. that 
grass not cut by local people) varies from R64 106 to 
R IS3 8S4 per annum depending on whether it is sold on the 
local market or to commercial thatching contractors (Table 
6). In addition, this amount will increase by approximately 
8.S% every alternate year as the total amount of grass 
available varies from one year to the next in accordance with 
the biennial burning programme (see Table 2). 
Locally, bundles are sold for approximately Rl.OO, 
although this price could vary. For example, the manager of 
the Transkei Agricultural Cooperative sugar plantation 
(situated adjacent to MGR) was offered RS.OO per bundle for 
grass he had stored (1. Greives pers. comm. 1987). The value 
of the grass on the commercial market was determined by 
writing to various thatching contractors in South Africa and 
enquiring as to the buying and selling price of bundles and 
their size. All the contractors who replied (five replies from 
10 letters) expressed interest in purchasing grass from MGR 
Table 6 Cash value of 'remaining' grass to 
MGR. (Note: due to the biennial burning 
programme this value would be approximately 
8.5% more every second year - see Table 2). 
Prices were obtained in 1987 
Buyer Cost per bundle (R) Value to MGR (R) 
Local 1.00 64 106.00 
Contractor 1 1.54 98723.24 
Contractor 2 1.89 121 160.00 
Contractor 3 2.40 153 854.40 
Market directly 3.36 215 369.16 
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providing the quality was acceptable. However, in general, 
most professional thatchers prefer to use thinner-stemmed 
grasses such as Hyparrhenia spp. which tend to be more 
durable (Long 1978). This view was also expressed by one of 
the contractors after he had received a sample of MGR grass. 
The possibility of marketing grass to commercial thatchers 
therefore requires further investigation. However, even if the 
sale of grass on the commercial market is not viable, 
considerable income could be derived by selling the grass 
locally within Transkei. This would provide an ideal 
opportunity for a small business entrepreneur, as well as 
generate local employment. 
Influence of alternative roofing materials on demand 
The majority of people interviewed expressed a preference 
for thatch because of its insulating properties, its inexpensive-
ness and the belief that their ancestral spirits will not visit 
them under any other roof. The latter is particularly important 
in eastern Pondoland where traditional customs are still 
rigidly adhered to. 
A survey conducted in Botswana by van Voorthhuizen & 
Odell (1976) indicated that rural people there also preferred 
thatch for roofing their homesteads. In fact many of them 
asked if something could not be done to make traditional 
materials more available. The reasons put forward for this 
preference included: (i) social factors placed a high value on 
maintaining the traditional mode of construction, (ii) high 
costs of commercial material, (iii) thatch structures are cooler 
in summer and warmer in winter providing a more comfor-
table environment than many other types of constructions at 
similar costs, (iv) thatch is as durable as many of the 
alternative materials, and (v) the use of local materials 
generates local employment in the form of cutters, 
transporters and skilled thatchers. This last point would also 
apply to the people living in the MGR area. 
Table 7 shows a break-down of the costs for corrugated 
iron relative to thatch. Corrugated iron may be up to six times 
more expensive than thatch (R18S-R400 versus R700-
Rl 20S) if insulation, which is recommended if the home is 
to be comfortable, is used. Given this high cost of corrugated 
iron (even higher when its transport to some of the remote 
areas in the vicinity of MGR is included), it is unlikely that 
the majority of people living in the eastern Pondoland area 
will be able to afford this roofing material in the near future. 
Therefore the demand for thatch in the area is unlikely to 
change. 
Impact of harvesting 
Tiller population studies indicated that infrequent defoliation 
by harvesting and/or burning promoted the growth of C. 
validus plants by stimulating the production of new tillers 
(Shackleton 1989b). Protection, on the other hand, resulted in 
a decrease in tiller number and a reduction in productivity 
and plant size. Harvesting also appeared to promote culm 
production to a greater extent than any other management 
practice currently employed in MGR. It was also interesting 
to note that the local people expressed the view that cutting 
increases yield and stimulates more rapid growth of tufts. In 
fact the individual cultivating his own C. validus deliberately 
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Table 7 Breakdown of costs for a corrugated iron or 
thatch roof for a traditional Xhosa hut (diameter = 4 m) . 
(Prices for 1987) 
Description Cost Total 
of item/ per item cost Mkambati 
material No. (R) (R) (R) 
Thatch· Thatch bundles 100 1.00 100.00 Free 
Roof cap 15.00 15.00 15.00 
Rafters 20 5.00 100.00 Free 
Thatcher 100.00 100.00 100.00 
Subtotal 315.00 115.00 
Transport 100.00 70.00 
Total 415.00 185.00 
Corrugated 26.5 m2 8.49 225.00 
iron sheets 
Roof cap 15.00 15.00 
Rafters 20 5.00 100.00 
Accessories 171.00 
Labour (40%) 204.22 
Subtotal 715.00 
Transport 20-100.00 
Total 815.00 
Insulation Ceiling 229.85 
(optional) Insulation 160.00 
Grand total 1 205.61 
·P. Dutton (pers. comm.) - Dept. of Nature ConselVation. Transkei 
b A. Amegsbly (pers. comm .) - Head of Design and Construction, Transkei 
Appropriate Technology Unit (TATU) 
cut his grass every year for this reason, whether or not he 
required it for thatch. 
It had been proposed that harvesting may result in the 
removal of seed from the Reserve (MGR records). Viable 
seed was still present in inflorescences collected at the end of 
July (1986). As most harvesting takes place prior to this date 
seed may be carried out in the thatch bundles, but it is more 
likely that large quantities are shaken out during the cutting 
process. In addition, cutting is random (cutters wander all 
round the patch cutting here and there) so that large numbers 
of culms are left standing. The impact of cutting on seed input 
may therefore not be as great as might be expected. However 
this aspect requires further investigation. 
Management recommendations 
Cunningham & Dunne (1985) stated that conservation 
strategies that do not benefit the rural poor but cause further 
restriction on their efforts to survive through the use of 
natural resources will not succeed in the long term. The 
sustained utilization of C. validus should therefore be 
encouraged as part of a multiple-use management programme 
for the Reserve. At present, evidence indicates that MGR can, 
for the foreseeable future, support the thatch needs of local 
people and earn extra income through the sale of excess 
grass. However, the introduction of more bulk-grazers into 
the Reserve may change this situation. Considering that: (i) 
the present complement of herbivores are utilizing and, in 
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fact, favouring the C. validus community (sometimes to the 
detriment of C. validus) (Shackleton 1989a), and (ii) this 
species is unlikely to spread extensively in the Reserve owing 
to its specific habitat requirements (Shackleton 1989b), such 
a management action is unnecessary in terms of the original 
motivation of the Reserve managers (Le. to control the spread 
of the grass). It is therefore recommended that no more bulk-
grazers be introduced into MGR. 
In addition the following management guidelines are 
suggested. 
(i) Accurate records should be kept of all grass cut so that 
demand can be monitored. As the 50:50 sharing system does 
not seem to work a new method for assessing total harvest 
needs to be implemented. 
(ii) Local people should be permitted to harvest free of 
charge. However, if some form of 'payment' is required then 
a system similar to the 50:50 sharing system presently 
employed is suggested. The proportion of grass rendered to 
MGR should be reduced to, say, one bundle for every 5 to 10 
harvested. This would ensure that harvesters are able to 
obtain all the grass they require (in most cases at least 100 
bundles) in the short time available for harvesting. 
(iii) Grass in excess of local demand should be harvested and 
sold. This would not only provide income for the Reserve, 
but also seasonal employment. However, before this is done 
it would be necessary to investigate possible markets for the 
grass. 
(iv) The selling price of bundles should be varied according 
to the market. If grass is sold to a commercial enterprise, the 
price per bundle should be approximately double the local 
selling price. 
(v) A biennial or triennial burning programme (with 
harvesting) where approximately half of the Reserve is burnt 
each cycle would be best for: (a) maintaining C. validus at its 
present levels of abundance (Shackleton 1989b), and (b) 
promoting high yields of thatch (in alternate years) 
(Shackleton 1989b). This is compatible with the burning 
regime recommended by Shackleton (1989a) for the whole 
Reserve. 
(vi) Regular assessment of the distribution and abundance of 
C. validus would be necessary if the harvesting and selling of 
thatch was developed commercially. This would also serve to 
monitor the possible expansion of C. validus. 
(vii) Further research on C. validus should be encouraged. 
Aspects of seedling dynamics require particular attention as 
seed availability and seedling establishment may be influ-
enced by burning and harvesting. 
Conclusions 
The survey indicated that local people are very dependent on 
MGR as a source of thatch, and that this dependence is likely 
to increase in the future. In view of this, it is desirable that 
MGR continues to maintain a supply of grass for use by local 
homestead builders. In the long term such an action would 
serve to benefit the Reserve by: (i) promoting good relations 
between the Reserve and its neighbours - the importance of 
which need not be stressed, and (ii) strengthening the 
motivation that MGR be maintained as a conservation area. 
This last point is particularly important in a country such as 
Transkei where, because most of the population (87%) is 
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rurally based and the demand for agricuIturalland very high, 
conservation cannot be indulged as a lUxury. 
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